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Women’s Experiences of Self-Objectification and Sexualization and Their Impact on
Attitudes Towards Online Sex Work
Current research suggests that women students may be turning to sex work in higher numbers
than in past decades to help finance their education due to increased economic demands.
However, for sex work to be considered a viable work option, increased acceptance of student
engagement in the sex industry is likely necessary. No studies had empirically examined the
influence of social factors, such as the treatment of women as sexual objects or the influence of
technology as factors potentially increasing positive attitudes towards sex work. Technology and
the internet can provide women sex workers with a sense of security and distance between
themselves and their clients, allowing them to engage in sex work from the safety of their homes.
Therefore, this exploratory study examined whether the type of sex work and its relation to the
internet or if women’s internalization of their lifetime treatment of sexual objects affected their
attitudes toward it.
One hundred fifty women-identified students with an average age of 20 (range 18-26) were
recruited to complete an online survey with an embedded experiment. Students were randomly
assigned to one of five types of sex work. The five types of sex work ranged from webcamming
sex work, which is internet mediated and includes no genital contact or penetration, to streetlevel sex work, which is in-person and includes genital contact and penetration. The other three
types of sex work included were escorting and sugar babies, which can be internet-mediated but
also usually involve in-person contact and genital penetration, and exotic dancing, which is inperson but does not include any genital penetration. Finally, students also answered questions
regarding their attitudes toward or internalization of being treated as sexual objects.
The findings provide some understanding into how university women perceive sex work. Streetlevel sex work received the most negative attitudes, while webcamming and exotic dancing
received the most positive attitudes, respectively. The results suggest that when more physical
distance between women and the client during sex work through the safety of the internet or
removal of genital penetration is maintained, more positive attitudes were reported. However,
sex work performed at the street-level may be considered more dangerous and stigmatized than
other types of sex work, leading to more negative attitudes. Overall, women had negative
attitudes toward sex work. But, they had more positive attitudes about the strength that sex work
requires and, potentially, the strength of the women who engage in sex work. Women’s attitudes
towards sex work were completely unrelated to their attitudes and internalization of being treated
as sexual objects in society.
Overall, the current study provided insight into how students perceive different types of sex work
and how the internet or the perception of safety through the internet may influence individuals’
attitudes. Future research should continue to separate the different types of sex work in their
analysis since attitudes were specific to the context. Finally, future research should go beyond
attitudes toward sex work and explore women’s financial distress and how the intersections of
race, sexual identity, (dis)ability and other social locations influence women’s decisions to enter
the sex industry and their experiences within it.
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